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T . . Ths article discusses the field of study of ‘popular
culture armd traces)its history {rom 1930 to the present. The study of .
'popular culture consists of examining all elements of human activity ’

and life style, including knowledge, belief, art, and customs that

are cormon to a large group. These popular culture elements have been

\glsselznated main®y, not necessarily, through the mass media. Popular

ultural analysis has suffered greatly froa the value orientatipn of

. its researchers. Negative views of 'popular culture resulting froa its /-
linkage in the minds of social scientists to facisg and capitalism
predominated the field from the 1938s thrsugh the 1950s. In the 1960s
popular cultuyre became linked with pol\fica forces approved of by
®any soc1a1 scientists and has since then. been treated In a more
posztlve manner. The tendency in both i0ds was to regard the study
- of popular cultare as valuable only id terms of the effect of popular
fculture on polltmcal and social institutions. .The author concludes

.with a plea for serious soc1olog1ca1 study of. popular culture.
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THE SOCIOLOGY OF POPULAR GULTURE: LOOKING BACKWARDS AND FORWARDS

Rolf Meyersohn

y
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" Introduction o 8 '

Th the traditional academic community;”the student of popular
culture is treated 1 05 like (3 rologers are treatedgin the scien-
tific. community. You must be~ ing to take that stuff seriously!

But un1ike astrologers\ who are clearly outside the academy,: students
of popu1ar culture remain within it. In their quite natural questri
' for respectabilit& they have developed the whole machinery of academic
discipline for the study of this subject matter, yet the subject
\natter of popolar,culture still remains to aolarge extent’hidden from
-view. In our sgarch for ‘profound sionificance we fail to see what-

_ Mary Douglas has called the "tacit conventions."

T

4 + My generation is’ perhaps more hindered in it§ treatment of\
popu1ar culture than' younger colTeagues. For those of us growing up .
in the 1930's and 1940's, popular culture was-inseparable from politics, ,

'«ﬁ particularly the politics ‘of fascism. and the study of popular cultured'

was ]inked with the study of fascism. Those groqing up in the 1960's
could consider the 'sociology of counter-culture, which became popuiar
culture for a sizvable part of the society. and they could be enthus-

. | “jastic in a.positive sense, much as our}oeneration,had been passionate ,

in a hegative seﬁsegg . - - ’

R




L cult?‘e that had been saddleg wi&;";{a
T we can hope for an examinaff on of mﬁul}r cblture that takefe. it on -

or even describe popular culture sociolog cally., The major earlier - )

work using popular culture was Veblen s the Theory of the Leisure Class,

popuiar entertainment. j‘icu arly hqw%it di ffer-d among various social - ,' 9>
© classes, but again the pu

_‘ variof forms of leisure life in which di fferent classes;of Middletovmers

7.
~such an epnimtion. The Frankfurt lnsti tut’ fiir. Sozialforschung was

N .
» - . <, .

) f oA | A k
Lc(oking packwards, then,. we se?i‘@f(/ f L J ’ o

ﬁy cri/tiqu : lookihg*—forward, .'? :
f /

,"J

its own, tem\i\s, as ente;‘taimentv Le,t me elat/iorate the backnards look '
fst. o ol Ty
. P 2

i ! ‘ I

« \
Until the 1930's, %here was no syst ‘

-

/
in whi ch a number of popular’ culture acti vi ties. such as gardening.

fashio/us, the use of household pets. f(d forms: of popular entertainment. o
werevdescribed. but thei r description was part of a cri tique of upwardly

ile fanilies for whom social position was problematic. The book fs

' ertainly not a study of popular culture. though it.is a landmark in R '\

l/ ing seriously non-serious phenomena, o e i

The now classic coumu ity studies, :such as Middletown. looked at / .

ose wa hardly that of elaborating the oo

| socigogy of popular culture. rither, it wis an effort to de&;ri’be“\the

engaged--and How their choices reaffirmed their tlass position.. ~ - ST
It was in the 1930's. that popular cul ture phenomena began- to be, R
xawined critically. Indeed, the word critical was part and parcel of '

predoei ant in its critique of lpopuler culture. ‘1t did. take it seriously.
perhaps ven too seriously. But ai’ter all it was in Naz'i Gemny tha o '

Y
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; transfornation pf popular culture in the service of the state was
most widespread and most thorough In the intrusion into every-day life,
* Nazism spared no effort to transform all’kinds of mundane parts of life : ‘
into politically freighted ‘ctivity And during World War'II, ald coqit
batants used'bpth popular culture and high culture“ﬁaterials for propa-
ganda purposes. When the Nazis invaded Poland in l939, ‘the excellent
Polish cavairy fell at once befor2 German tanks, but the Harsaw é:dio S
played Chopin twenty-four hours, a day until finally the station was
- sefzed. The Nazi's reaction. once they seized it. was apparently the

‘death penalty for any performance of Chopin music.

* Similarly, the United States used its popular music to win -
support throughout the underground listening world of occupied Europe \\)
.
and elsewhere. As Theodor’Adorno wrote in l942—\\\
Under conditions of isolation from the outer world now existing
in Nazj-dominated Europecievery sound is capable of assuming
political significance quite -out of proportion to its aetuy’ y
content and political bearing.. For people overfed with politics,
the indirect stimulus of popular music might have mo propaganda
> value than a direct political message. THis seems particulaply

. Tikely.in view of the fact that the Nazis, while bann fpre
* /’— E music, have not themselves succeeded in providing substit tes.

Adorno recommended misical warfare.

- . Such connections between popular culturE“and society were probably

o

quite obvious to everyone alive in those days,’ an obviousness uhich did
C . not really: help in the study. of popular culture. for it made it SO clearly
‘ a manifest item whose latent functions had to be eXamined, rather than ) 3

i

\social constructions whose characteristics andruses and gratifications

L . . -
L4

AN

-

' ‘ ICited -in John Gray Peatman, “Radio and Popular Husie,“ in Paul’ F . :
. Lazarsfeld and Frank Stanton,-editors, Radio. Résearch 1942-43. .
New York Duell, Sloan and Pearce. l944. P.. 390

M ” . voge f
. > ) T (e A0 -0 e,
. . ) v-3. L LI




i

.
&

. . ‘could see it only as: irrjtional, d he used an old*fashioned model of ' e

[ couldbeanalyied. L e o

, The study of popular culture wa's ‘the study of 2 phenomengn to -
e _ ‘which social scientists did‘not really grant the right to exist as such, - ;_

>/'

- as entertainment, b\t whise research, justification had to ‘come from the<™ " o

X ',’ . varieties of meaning \that could be imputed, Such ngs had largely

. elitist overtones, for most students of popular culture were not natives,
. | but, intellectuals. Mos’t of us did not enjoy the- popular music we exanfined, _
" ( or the soap operas or the latest fads and fashions, it was ‘not research )
\ _con amore but more likely wi‘th contemptl i EV

» .

The meanings imputed reflected rather naively the theoretical
apparatus current at fnu time--quite nat‘urally Perhaps the most insid- .

io’us term applied throughout the period‘ was kitsch, that s, popular
{

\ ' culture trash, not eiactly a termfnus technicus.but a value laden d¥s- : .

missal of other people s tastes. More penetrating or wounding was the

%)

) other vogue term, irrational. ' S . Co ’ ‘

A brillignt study of astrol ﬂlumns in the Los Angeles Times,‘

K]

", which Adorno carried out shortl&' ter the War, il]us trates well the
kind of mode in which popular ulture nalysis was turned into societal
critieism. The pos’sibility that astrglogy columns might °entertain, that R L

\ along with following the sports columms, or the adventures of Dagwood .
and. Blondie, ‘the folks that read the paper enjoy the malarky of astrology,-

. ; -Was not mentionequ Adorno lal;eled t a secondary superstition, and
o .

e

-

3 ¢

o, sciﬂﬁ-fic nrogress to‘justlfy this view.- T L 3




= In former periods. superstition was an attempt. however,
awkward, to cope with problems for which n6 better or more

‘ rational means were available....Today, however, the incom- . -
patibiljty of: progress ¢f the natural sciences such as
astro-physics ith a_belief in astrology is'blatant. Those

" who ine-&oth are_forced to an intellectual retrogression
which \formerly' was hardly required.

LI 1

The thematic- analysis is indeéd'brilliant. pnd as might be expected,

>

authoritarianism plays a large role. But the connection to fasci'sm wasw.

" also there. Indeed- he saw astrology as a system much like. fascism

Just as those who can read the ‘phony signs of the stars believe
that they are in the know, the followers of totalitarian parties

' e4eve that their special panaceas are universally valid and
Ri Justified in imposing them ast a general’rule "The para-
doxicalsidea df a ane-party state...is the conhsummation of a
trend feebly presaged by the opinionated. inaccessible attitude

"~ of the astrolegical adept who defends his creed by hook or
crook without ever entering into-a réal argument, who has

~ auxiliary hypotheses in order to defend himself even where his
statements are blatantly erroneous and who ultimately cannot
be,Spoken- to, probably not be reached at all and lives\zniz///_

kind of narcissistic island - . -
3 5

Hhereas astrology could. be Seen as a game me with its. own rules and
“its distinct separation from‘real;ty, Adorno only saw it in pobitical-

cditural® terms. This analysis is not singled out becau5e it is weak;"

quite\the contrary. it is one of the finest exauzles of Adorno's unsur- . ‘

»

passed content an%lysis style. - N '
' The effort in popular qultu:e studies in this period were'closely
modeled after Freud. After all, one of the single greatest social scien-
> tific contributions is Freud's discovery of the unconscious, his detection o
‘ of patterns and themes in everyday behavior. thg determination of mental
life, theoconnection between the manifest dream content and the latent
. meaning But in looking at the manifest one can miss the playful, the

) teasing. the multi-layered qualities of cultural life The fhllacy of .
. -




Ruiwry

.

N N attributing to societies the qualities of indi viduals was never

‘ :..’: practiced more flagrantlf than in"popular cul ture analysis Motifs .
represented nations. almost as in Hagnerian operas or in Peter and
' . the Hol.f. in which

there are themes or gvery characten; The ‘
. .irrational /is prob ly.the quintessential theme. because the infra-
stru‘cture'. whether ascism or capitalism, was seeh as irrational. ‘
- wi‘» Popular cul re analy;is_' was not only: the analysis of kitth and
of the irration l
Popular culture critique was ‘not only the critique of symboli c material.
which represented a deeply flawed society. It was also a critiQue of -
",( o the material which was manipulated.;either consciously by- direct cbllu-
" _.sion betueen the producers of popular culture and leaders of the politi-
cal system. or through processes of legi timation and incentfve th_a_t .‘
> . indirectly and institutionally encouraged some kinds of materials. -’
’ Regardless.\popular culture was seen as,manipulated ‘culture,- in the
i service of “the status quo.‘ lnherent in 'the fact that mass produced
. " 'conmodi-ties are gea'red to a ma;ket was seen in the manipulative
| character of popular culture; created for so-called mass tas‘tes. so- .
called mass audiences are manipulated accept the fares that are .
e‘offered ’ . J X - 'm ”

. !

Manj)pulation of course continues to be a theme in the, analysi! of

popular culture. In Stanley Aronowitz' s recent book. False Promises,

there s an analysis of mass cul ture that is reminiscent of these

~ earlier works: . ) : e , _

Mass calture contai a contradiction between the ideological need

for stability, equ¥Tibrium and integratibn on the one hand and a
latent need for creativity &nd innovation, on the other, The

LA

It was also the analysis'of manipulated commodities.

2

s
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" by the ruling forces in society. and it was, denounced because of i'ts mass

former calls for the degradation \of the artist and the intellectual . “
_into a mere -functionary; the latter demands that he or She retajn a

degree of. independence and-a capacity for critical thinkjng. Thus

evén though the work of artists or filmmakers may remain strongly
. ‘tied to the nomms of the dominant consensus-and of the system of . ) f

claﬁ domination, it also may to ‘some extent contain a cri tique of - o
Jre‘ ty . { ' \f )

. ‘To sumarize this&ackward glav%e Popular cul ture analysis, ‘for _ ‘
menbers of my generation and our elders\ was Kulturkriti k Popular culture °w .
. tended to be regarded as mani fest material through whi ch to\see the unqon- ' '
. scious of socie =-an unconscious Whi ch in both capi talism and* fascism »
. reflected vast- libidinal forces. largely evil or at be€t ambivalent i ‘ (
was. secondly. seen as. having little or ;o(ybstance of*its ovm but was ‘ ‘

labeled Kitsch. was seen as manfpulated gfther consgiously or unconsciOusly .

produced character S ©e . :

\ ‘7 -

Most students, of}opular c.ulture wére not likely to be amused by
their objects of study, but appalled Horried by the disastrous state of

" ‘the world and ncerned by the popularity of pop culture. they linked the * .
two. This viev{held through t\he l950 Se ' .o C . - o ‘s -
N . ~ ) ' -
Il ' T

During the l960 s. mpular culture became l,inke i‘th politics

in a very different way. The youth movement bscane a disti t force,
its enthusiasm for various—kinds of music and musicians,-Bob Dylan‘, th
Beatles, the Rolling Stones, the Grateful Dead w'as not seen as® serving
a narcotysing,dysfunction Quite the opposite NarCotics were\used

as/entertainment. rather than entertainment as narcoti C.

-’

v

a

For many decades popular calture has been used by adol escents
\
as the efilem of their generation But until the 1960's its usk was
nanifestly apolit‘ical and even anti-political. It was left to "
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sociologists to interpret‘the political meaning of such apolitical
' popular culture (though as l mentioned at the outset, the connections to
ﬂsocial structure and society at lavge were easily made) But the war in

Vietnam and its strong 0pposition among youth provided the most salient

‘: impetus for this change. BEFause the music was assosJated with politi- ‘ '
cal causes that were largely considered worthwhile by social Scientists.
it was no longer regarded as Kitsch. or commercial, or manipulated |

.’

Paul Hirsch points out that " —_—

@

2 rising proportion of best-sdlling songs contain Tyrics that
comment on controversial subjects previously avoided by song-
writers,..[But] call establishment norms into questipn...and
sanction alternative courses of_ action . _
He notes that progressive rock music began to- develop a large enough
following to enable radio stations to specialize in this one kind of ° -
 music, : . ' ‘e B
T . " In general it can be said that the preoccupation with the cultural
meaning of popular culture has (fortunately) abated. -Peghaps with the
| I'pervasiveness i television it has become impossible to say anything
intel1igent about*the state\of‘theﬁpopular arts that can be globaily -
Like the air we breathe,’ telEVisibn has become part of our 1ives, -
and| although-we attack_p\liutiom on. the air .as we attack pollution in .

a

} structures and systems that appear to be respgnsible. u,‘ N

| A U ”
- the ajr we are less prone'tovyake simple connections to- the social

'"”{’ Nha has continued to /preoccupy policy makers. and therefore
| social scie tists has been the s tudy of effects Earlier popular
.. critics were | .re concerned with cultural impacts, the\more recent

o

researchers have been concerned with social impacts. Once again popular .

gy -~

.8-

10




culture haE’been largely-tgnored as a phenomenon as.such, but regarded

. as containing virulent bacteria that might “infect the young, or the,

‘weak, or the otherwise nelpless, or maybe everyone A multimillion )
dollar series of research inquiries sprang up, in which the fi\fis’

talent in our academic community devoted some of the best years of

'their academic lives to workfng on task force studies The work has y-;

" had nothing to do with popular culture The study of prevalent popular

culture forms were relegated to ‘the dfvisions of social science whose fiﬁ

authority was vested inq;xpertise in problem areas. And S0, - pornographf,~

a widespread form of popular culture entertainment was studied by

criminologists (and found largely harmless), violent drama on television

‘0

s studied by mass connmnication experts, . . C

-

It is therefore ‘not really surprising that after several massive

" task force reports 'O areas that are the quintessence of popular cultune.

" we’ know. no more- about popular cultursd than we did before Social scien-

L

’tists Nere forced, perhaps by their own. uiscipline, perhaps by the e
.‘ scientific dels with uhich they éere stuck. perhaps oy the pol?%y

‘ makers terms of reference for the contracts they received. to ignore

the phenomengn itself.
. . The magnificent bibliographies of television.and human behaviorr
gathered in 1975 by Gedrge COmstock lists 2 300acitations. but there is
not .even a key. wo;d that would provide a clue that an entertainment |
nedium was the subject of the inquiry

~

" The area of research coming closest to contributing to the

socfology of popular culture is work in uses and gratifications Yet

that has been largely psychological, ‘dealing with needs and their
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. satisfaction. “As James Carey and Albert Kreiling note. R *

. . For uses and grati fications research to deal with popular
- N cul ture, matters of style and taste...should be elevated
- : o focal _concerns, : . . : IS

', - o Citing Philip Ennis s l96l article. they . noted that research might more
N uisely wed i tself to the expressive rather than the cogni tive or instru-
© mental syubor-*— L . ' .
o ) Elihu Katz._{i‘a recent elegant and wise report to the BBC, “Sodial
‘ Research on Broddcasting notes the long-standing rift between the study .
T of lnass conwni cations and the study of popular culture. and presents a
;i.x point agenda of proposals for research. one of these is on entertain-
ment.’ ~ He recognizes perhaps better than anyone that entertainment is _
what television is alyabout "o - Cos A ol
.l'he probl'ern is how to study ,ente_rtainment. ‘Perhaps the ‘tnost '.
promising lead comes f@ujhaiyi Czikszentnihaly from the Universit) of - ’

‘ Chicago. In BeLnd Boredom and Anxiety fe - ‘reports a{ “series of studies

with people who were having péak experiences. who were intrinsically

- *mtivated. and who ere involved in play as well as z'eal life activities.

* < 4

-

"he found that. regardless of what they were doing. there were so-called

) .o

flow experiences. somewhere between boredom { understimulation) and

anxiety (overtaxing liniited abilities) , . '. - .

. activities. other than rock niusic dancing--that is, those in which no
| ‘skiHl is required. .The theory is based on a relationship between skill
e and difficulty. However it can be adapted to activities which are
VoL intrinsically rewarding but rely"not on ki1l but pn well-established
| cultural paths. such as chronic Kojak watching. ~Indeed Czi kszentmi'ﬁalyi

N
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devotes a chdpter t/o flow patterns in everyday life,.in which .he suggests

i

that; nicroflow experiences could exist

b

3 All this is one side of entertainment and play, ‘the other side needs

"exploration as well. Pmean the sociology of boredom ‘Two major 14 terary e
"

. —studie%peared in recent years, Siegfried fenzel's The Sin of Sloth and

Reinhard Kuhn's The Demon of Noontide. Thesyhelp provig solne of the , ’
" ca

es of non-entertainlnent and varieties\of ennui; éﬁﬁbut they need yet
to be applied by social. scientists Considering the rather broad hints
for such ‘a long time tha@ popular culture, and especially television. is
’ﬁboring, there ought to-be some exploration of this possibility
The field of popular tulture as such has really been taken over
by other disciplines, parti cularly history and literary studies. Histori’ans
have found it a rich ;1710 mine for an understanding of American society
(and perhaps a way to keep students from leaving °history altogether). The,
senior scholar of American studies, Henry Nash Smith has edited 2 book on
i the subjéct, Popular Culture and Industriafism,‘l865-l890 In Titerary

studi“es, a recent exanple is ‘Ann Douglas' s The- Felninization of American '

,A«’ -

Culture whose sources incl ude much popular cul ture material Last, but

o not least s the Journal of Popular Culture, published at Bowling Green ﬁ
4

-

Univers-ity, which is a central .source and focus for such work
» / . 7 ' . o -

)

In conclusion I wou’ld like\tnj take up Iierb Gans ' s plea for

) serious.” sociolog‘l‘cal studies in popular culture, which he voiced recently

n his Popular Cul ture and- High Culture. He fotes in the Preface that 1 \ "

popular culture is not studied much’ efther hecause of the anificonmercial

~ - > T h
e » .
L . B R
’
. R . A t
o o i 13
1 -
. A - . ‘> ‘ . ks . 7 r .
. P
[ o [

)
124




. - M N o
bias-of academic scholars--who‘appear to consider it. worth studying only

when {t's created by unpaid folk or by serious artists--or because there :

3
seem \to be so many serious problems to study that pop cul ture studies

appeartootrivial - - ‘ ,

pm— \ D

My own view is that tﬁe'subieci falls within the sociology of

" play. Victor Turner, in the current ‘issue of Dae‘dalus.° invites collabora-_

tive study of/the sortl have 1n m’md--of “popular genres...which make
s&atenegts ¥h forms at least as bizarre as those of tribal lim‘inalit_y,
about the

ality of 1ife under the guise of "entertainment"--a term which

literally means 'holding between," that is, liminalizing." .
s
. " -
»
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